- LETTERS

THE BENEFITS OF TAI CHI

We are indebted to Li et al.' for their demon-
stration that an intervention exercise regime
based on tai chi is not only effective for pre-
venting falls among elderly persons but also
can be well tolerated and thoroughly enjoyed.
The participants in their study also likely bene-
fited in other ways: physiologically, psychologi-
cally, and socially. It appears that even a brief
exposure to a simplified version of tai chi can be
effective for highly motivated elderly partici-
pants with a fear of falling.

What motivates members of the general
public to learn tai chi? Speaking as a student of
traditional tai chi (guang ping yang style) for
over a quarter century (with some of those
years as a teacher) and the husband of my
instructor, an internationally recognized shur
fu, I can attest that motivation is a frequent
topic among tai chi teachers. To address this,
I conducted a simple survey among 103 stu-
dents at 8 schools of tai chi in Rhode Island,
Massachusetts, New York, and Wisconsin.
These schools were open to the public, charged
tuition, and largely taught the same style. We
asked the students—mostly women (86%), with
a mean age of 54 (SD=15) years—why they
wanted to learn tai chi. Our questionnaire
offered 11 possible motivations. The students
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gave a wide range of responses, with many
indicating multiple motivations. Nearly all
(90%) of the students reported wanting to
“improve overall fitness.” Most also wanted to
relieve stress (73%), wanted to improve coor-
dination and balance to help avoid falls (70%),
had an interest in things Chinese (62%),
wanted to use tai chi as an aid to meditation
(56%), or wished to learn an exercise that did
not require equipment (55%). Fewer were
motivated by an interest in self-defense (41%),
martial arts (30%), or dance and choreography
(20%). Only a small subgroup reported at-
tending at the suggestion of their doctor (6%)
or to accompany a friend or relative (5%).

These responses are of interest not only to
help outreach but also to help schools and
instructors adjust the content or emphasis of
the classes. No matter what reasons people
have for beginning the study of tai chi, those
who learn the discipline before reaching ad-
vanced age have more years to enjoy and
benefit from this health-promoting exercise
than do those who learn it late in life. ®
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We appreciate Rabinowitz’s comments on our
work® and the important issue he raises related
to understanding individual physical, psycho-
logical, and social needs underlying tai chi
participation.

Growing research-based evidence has
made it clear that tai chi provides a wide ar-
ray of health benefits,”* from the physical
(e.g., improved postural stability, functional
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